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Fashion localisation in a global aesthetic market 
 
Dr Tiziana Ferrero-Regis, Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane 
 
This paper investigates how fashion circulates globally and is adapted and localised by 
consumers. The rise of fashion blogs, social networking, on-line retail and on-line 
streaming of fashion shows has exponentially increased the availability of fashion images 
globally, enabling a further multiplication of styles and looks. The geographical 
dispersion of production systems in third world countries, and the concentration of 
management and finance in first world countries are increasingly acknowledged as 
having an uneven social and economic effect. However, processes of hibridisation and 
creolisation give rise to new cultural forms where the local and the foreign are mixed in 
interesting ways. I argue that the current circulation of fashion must be understood as 
adaptation in which “outside aesthetic influence is integrated into and becomes part of an 
existing style tradition” (Lynch and Strauss, 2007, p. 154). This emergence of new local 
and eclectic styles denies assumptions in which consumers are disengaged while duped 
by a system of commodification. The paper argues that, through a process of 
“deterritorialisation”, “displacement” and “repatriation” (Appadurai 1996, p. 32), creative 
ordinary consumers are able to engage with fashion, reinventing it in the context of their 
local cultures. 
 
 
Dr Tiziana Ferrero-Regis is a Lecturer in Fashion theory and history at the Queensland 
University of Technology. She has published in film, fashion and cultural studies. Her 
most recent work is Recent Italian Cinema: Spaces, Contexts, Experiences (2009), 
Troubador, Leicester. Her research interests are in the areas of fashion history; fashion, 
film and new media; fashion sustainability; politics of fashion globalisation. 
 
 
This paper is part of a theoretical study on fashion adaptation on which I started to work 
about a year ago. The first reflections on the topic were presented at the 2nd global 
conference on Fashion Issues in Oxford last September. This paper develops some 
analytical concepts related to adaptation and presents two case studies, one is the Arab 
keffiyeh and the other is the Chinese dudou.  
 
Fashion adaptation is a concept that moves away from descriptors such as appropriation, 
imitation, and copy. Adaptation enables a study of fashion as a major global cultural form 
and institution. Global fashion is better understood as a multifaceted space in which 
different forces meet and whose boundaries are shifting constantly. Homi Bhabha rejects 
the essentialism of a prior given original culture, and argues for “acts of cultural 
translation” which recognise that all forms of culture are constantly engaged in 
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transformation and hence are hybrid (in Potvin 2010, p. 238). Likewise, fashion is in 
continuous transformation. This inherent property of fashion has been defined, in 
postmodernist theory, as bricolage or pastiche, but I argue that fashion’s constant change 
is better understood as adaptation. 
 
Cultural adaptation occurs in many media and practices, ranging from television to film, 
to architecture, lifestyle and other forms of entertainment and consumption. (Ferrero-
Regis, 2010). As Moran defines it, cultural adaptation involves “multifarious processes of 
identification, adaptation, possible rearrangement and redeployment of cultural forms and 
styles, often in unexpected and highly productive circumstances” (2009, p. 109). We see 
adaptation practices emerging from globalisation of production, the international 
movement of people, goods and services, and the global digital communication system.  
 
Since the shift from a written culture to a culture of viewing, the circulation of images 
has facilitated adaptation practices. Web 2.0 enhances and speeds up this processes. Web 
2.0 allows web users to interact and upload images in informal sites, social networks, 
blogs, wikis and videos, thus fashion images circulate and multiply in real time. The net 
is no longer the exclusive domain of brands, institutions and organisations, but can be 
likened to an interactive bazaar (I borrow the definition from Clifford Geertz, xxxxx) that 
offers goods, services and commodities while the consumer negotiates its many mazes 
and interact with other consumers. Like Geertz’s bazaar, the core business of the net is 
the search for reliable information about people and things. As Appadurai argues (2003, 
p. 43), “much of the institutional structure and cultural form of the bazaar is double-
edged, making reliable knowledge hard to get and also facilitating the search for it”. Thus 
knowledge is one form of exchange (other forms are barter, trading and auctions), and, 
like in a bazaar, the transaction in knowledge results in intercultural flows of 
commodities. In the case of fashion, aesthetic knowledge is exchanged through images in 
formal and informal sites. Because of the two-dimensionality of the fashion image, the 
knowledge that goes into consuming the commodity through the consumption of its 
image is quite different from the knowledge that goes into producing the commodity.  
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Two-dimensional images do not allow a sensory experience, but despite this gap, new 
cultural forms and new meanings emerge through processes of creolisation or 
hybridisation. Through a language of “deterritorialisation”, “displacement” and 
“repatriation” (Appadurai 1996, p. 32) things circulate on the net, and are constantly 
reinvented in different cultures and environments. Appadurai maintains that some 
commodities have  “life histories” or “careers” (2003, p. 41), which Igor Kopytoff calls 
“biographies” (2003, p. 64). Thus my argument is that by looking at careers or 
biographies of things as they circulate on the net and emerge in different environments, 
we can understand processes of adaptation and translation of knowledge between 
cultures. Alexandra Palmer has insisted on the importance of dress histories that integrate 
broader theoretical models (1997). However, when it comes to case studies of such 
histories, Palmer privileges those of couture dresses. Histories of everyday objects tend to 
be ignored under the rubrica of mere commodity. 
 
On the contrary, in this paper, I am interested in extending the idea of life histories to 
everyday fashion. This study employs the analytical framework of Arjun Appadurai in 
his pivotal chapter on commodities and the politics of value and taste in his book The 
social life of things (2003). I will analyse how ordinary consumers have shaped the 
meanings of two fashion items, the keffiyeh and the dudou, in two different local settings. 
The adaptation of the keffiyeh and of the Chinese dudou outside their authentic cultural 
milieu has enabled the emergence of new cultural forms through the process of 
creolisation and hybridisation. By following the careers of these two distinct items of 
clothing, we can highlight the complex links between claims of authenticity and the 
process of commoditisation as both the keffiyeh and the dudou  have moved from the 
category of ethnic dress into international mainstream market. Designer keffiyeh and 
dudous have in fact be worn by celebrities and are readily seen in multiple sites on the 
internet. I am interested on the agency of individual wearers, and the creative ways in 
which they adapted these clothing items and worn them. In talking about their life 
histories, we can also talk about global labour relations as they affect the production of 
clothing.  
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The keffiyeh is a traditional Palestinian head cover that appeared in the 1930s as a 
symbol of social status, during the revolt of Palestinian peasants against the British 
Empire. Palestinian peasants chose the keffiyeh because they rejected the Ottoman fez, 
which was used by the urban bourgeoisie, and was  the sign of Ottoman domination. The 
keffiyeh became the symbol of Palestinian nationalism and was popularised by Arafat. It 
was also a symbol of masculine pride, thus the keffiyeh used as a chador by hijacker 
Leila Khaled, who represented the armed division of the Palestinian Liberation Front, 
was taken as women’s defiance to the machismo within Palestinian militants. In the 
1970s, the keffiyeh became the symbol of Palestinian fight for independence; the 
European youth adopted the keffiyeh as a symbol of their own struggle for social justice 
and equality against conservative European parties. Among European student 
movements, especially in Italy and France, the keffiyeh became part of a specific identity, 
as much as the parka, military boots and the Che Guevara beret. In the 1960s, in 
Palestine, the keffiyeh was intimately tied to local culture and economy as it was 
produced using traditional hand looms, cotton was imported from Egypt and the 
manufacturers were locals. The production of keffiyehs contributed to the Palestinian 
economy. Today, the keffiyeh is produced in China, with low cost material at low cost 
prices. Keffiyehs made in China are imported in the Arab world and sold in the suq, 
restricting local production and its market, and therefore contributing to the restriction of 
economic opportunities in the Occupied Territories. Today, there is one last Palestinian 
keffiyeh factory surviving in Hebron in the West Bank. (French journalist Benoit 
Faiveley made a documentary) 
Despite globalisation and delocalisation of production, the keffiyeh has continued to be a 
symbol charged of political meanings throughout the 1990s until very recently. It has 
been adopted by subsequent student movements throughout the 1990s and 2000s in Italy, 
with the latest photographs of students wearing the keffiyeh during a demonstration in 
2008 in Rome against school reforms. But the spread of the keffiyeh is also due to the 
intense migration and settlement of Arabs in European countries, thanks to the existence 
of a persistent and well established trans-Mediterranean network of former migrants.  
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Recently, the keffiyeh has been seen on various celebrities. Just a month ago, chef Marco 
Pierre White wore it as a head cover during a cooking segment in the morning show on 
Channel 7.  
I will discuss briefly the dudou and then conclude with an evaluation of the cultural 
meaning of adaptation of clothing. 
The dudou is a traditional Chinese breast binder. Similarly to the Victorian corset, the 
dudou was a piece of underwear, used in ancient China up to the turn of the twentieth 
century. Unlike the corset, the dudou creates a flat torso. It was worn under layers of 
garments. This silhouette was fundamental to the aesthetic of a flat body constructed by 
the traditional quipao in Ancient China and up to the period of the Quing dinasty from 
1644 to 1911. In Ancient China, a curvy body was considered a temptation. A flat-
chested woman was, on the contrary, a graceful woman. After this period, Western 
influence introduced darts in Chinese female tailoring, therefore the quipao, or 
cheongsam, became a shaped dress that revealed the female form. The dudou is simply 
cut from a piece of silk in a rhomboidal or square shape and two simple sets of strings tie 
around the neck and the back to keep it in place.  
In China, the old notion that women should cover up has been gradually eroded, 
especially in the last twenty-to thirty years. In 2000, the dudou became very popular 
among young women in Shanghai, but also in Europe. Designers like Versace and Prada 
presented their version of the dudou on the catwalk. Small shops in Shaanxi Road and 
Huating Road (Xu Xiomin, 2000) sell traditional and modern dudou. Interestingly, some 
modern, beaded dudou are imported from Europe and South Korea (Xu Xiomin, 2000). 
Dudous are also sold on Chinese internet sites. 
The dudou has since become a fashionable top that is usually worn as evening wear, over 
a long skirt or pants. Because it can’t be worn with a bra underneath, and for its daring 
baring of shoulders and back, the dudou has become a sexy and glamorous top. (Picture 
with actress Zhang Ziyi wearing a dudou at the MTV award ceremony in Los Angeles in 
2001). 
The dudou has also bee adopted and adapted by different subcultural groups. The woman 
I photographed here was outside Justice Products, a community shop in West End, 
Brisbane, that sells fair trade products, and also locally produced soaps, candles, and so 
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on. Her dudou was made in cotton with prints that vaguely mix aboriginal and ethnic 
motifs. Her reason for wearing a dudou was that Brisbane’s weather allows this sort of 
garment. In this picture, the dudou is worn over a singlet.  
The adaptation of both the keffyieh and the dudou has involved interpretation and 
transformation. The process is creative and refers specifically to the active engagement of 
consumers with a set of operations or ideas that modify an existing product or concept 
into a new one. In both cases, adaptation involves the restyling of clothes from other 
cultures. The inclusion of these items in everyday dress is usually defined as 
appropriation. This form of adaptation entails a transfer of meaning from one culture to 
another and reflects eclecticism. In business terms, this emergence of eclectic styles is 
explained through trend and lifestyle forecasting. Internet industry websites such as wgsn 
would call the mix and match of different ethnic styles as “urban nomads” or “travellers”, 
justifying the existence of a global wardrobe from which consumers can pick and choose. 
However, trends are industry driven and fail to understand the deeper relations and 
meaning that occur in the adaptation of a garment from a cultural environment to another. 
Only through a triangulation of the history of the garment, adaptive practices in design, 
and the writing of the history of the garment in the new culture it is possible to 
understand the creative transformation of the garment and the way in which this is 
integrated into, and becomes part of, an existing style tradition.  
 
The last observation I want to make relates to Caroline Evans’ discussion of subcultural 
styles and the loss of meaning once these styles are co-opted by the mainstream and are 
paraded on Paris catwalks (1997). Evans concludes that we need to take into account a 
more fluid, heterogeneous and unstable model to understand cultures and subcultures. 
Thus we can begin to understand the thorny question of authenticity versus the process of 
commoditisation by abandoning the very question of authenticity and considering instead 
the more workable question of authentication, especially in an era in which the traffic in 
things and images speeds across cultures via global digital information. Fashion images, 
blogs, magazines, videos and so on proliferate, creating multiple, unstable and especially, 
contradictory identities. Likewise, we can start thinking about the question of 
authentication by understanding that forms of commoditisation have variable effects on 
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specific social groups in different places. Thus things move in and out of the commodity 
state. As Appadurai says “the commodity is not one kind of thing rather than another, but 
one phase in the life of some things” (1986, p. 17). One interesting example is this 
Facebook page in Italian language dedicated to the keffyieh. In this page, users debate the 
meaning of the keffiyeh as this is seen in images of celebrities across the globe, and as 
young people wear it more and more as a fashionable item. Their statements clearly 
articulate their own dilemma about the commoditisation of the keffiyeh, but importantly, 
proves that different meanings, different uses and thus adaptations coexist in a culture 
that is in constant transformation. 
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